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ABSTRACT
Six Middle Americans Respond to Thomas Frank’s Question: What’s the Matter With
Kansas?”
An Analytical Commentary on Populism and American Political Life

The American Populist movement ofthe 1800s, politically represented by the
People’s Party, was the largest third party movement in the history ofAmerica. It is a
movement that many authors have tried to reevaluate to better understand how grassroots
movements, like Populism, begin and to discover what the Populist movement brought to
the political scene that did not previously exist.
In his book,“What’s the Matter With Kansas? How the Conservatives Won the
Heart of America,” Thomas Frank analyzes the Populist movement ofthe late 1800s and
compares it to the new populism oftoday. According to Frank, this new populism began
in the 1960s and has achieved momentum over the last four decades. It is a conservative
movement driven by what has become known as values politics. Frank seeks to find the
source ofthe new populism movement, which he calls “The Great Backlash,” by
focusing on his home state ofKansas,an historical home to many leftist reform
movements,including the Populist movement ofthe 1800s, that is now one ofthe most
fundamentally conservative states in America.
The purpose of my thesis is to find the answer to Frank’s question. What’s the
Matter with Kansas? It is the same question thatjournalist William Allen White asked in
his editorial criticism ofthe Populist movement in 1896. In my opinion, the best way to
find the answer to this question is by asking the American people. So,in my research I
conducted six interviews.
V

The interviewees consist of: three men,three women;two Republicans, three
Democrats and one Independent. The states represented include: Georgia, Louisiana,
Mississippi, North Carolina, South Dakota, and Tennessee. I asked each person the same
four questions, which appear as the chapter titles.
Each chapter includes commentaiy from my interviewees, Frank and several other
scholars. Thus, the thesis is a journalistic piece on Populism and American political life
that seeks to answer a question that was first asked in 1896 and has yet to be answered.
What I found and what you will see is that there is notjust one problem,there are many.
Therefore, there is not only one solution.

VI

Preface
It is the intention ofthe journalist to avoid bias at eveiy cost Some might argue
that my research in this project is not as objective as it could possibly be. One ofthe
interviewees is my grandfather. I chose him based solely on the insist he could bring to
my project. His knowledge and opinions speak for themselves.
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Introduction: A Brief History of American Populism, Then and Now

William Allen White was one of many journalists to criticize the Populists [see
Appendix A]for their opposition to the emerging progressive [see Appendix A]society
of the 1890s. In his 1896 article entitled What’s the Matter with Kansas?, White
satirically preaches the words ofthe Populists in Kansas, a hotbed ofPopulism [see
1

Appendix A]in the 1890s.

W]e need more men who ... hate prosperity, and who

think, because a man believes in national honor, he is a tool of Wall Street. We have had
a few ofthem—some hundred fifty thousand—but we need more..

Over a century

later, Thomas Frank expresses a similar outrage in his book,“What’s the Matter with
Kansas? How the Conservatives Won the Heart of America.” Frank attributes his outrage
to a new populist movement that he calls “The Great Backlash,” while White is outraged
with the original Populist movement.^
The original Populist movement began in the late 1800s when a number of
Americans, primarily farmers, realized that the democratic society in which they lived
was not working for them, but against them."* Though America claimed to be a
democratic society,“... farmers by the millions foimd that this claim was not supported
by the events governing their lives.”^ As Frank explains in his book,“...the farm is
where Americans learned their first lessons in the pitfalls oflaissez-faire economics a
hundred years ago. Farming is a field uniquely unsuited to the freewheeling whirl ofthe
open market. There are millions offarmers, and they are naturally disorganized; they
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can’t coordinate their plans with one another.’ Frank goes on to explain that when
farmers receive low prices for their crops, they do not have the option of cutting back
production. Instead, they get caught in what Frank calls an “overproduction trap,” where
the millions offarmers work harder and become more efficient making more ofthe crop,
but at the same time pushing the prices even lower.^ “[I]t can only be overcome by a
suspension of competition through government intervention. Such intervention is what
the Populists and the farmers’ unions fought for decades to secure. It finally came with
the New Deal, which brought price supports and acreage set-asides and loan
guarantees.”* This is what the Populists wanted in the 1890s, when the post-Civil War
economy was not providing support to the farmers. After the war,there was a need to
create a monetary system that worked for everyone.^ The problem was that at the end of
the war there were three main occupational groups: farmers, city workers and the
commercial classes. Farmers made up the largest ofthese three groups, yet the economy
11

was the least complimentary to them.
The form and distribution of money was an important issue following the Civil
War because it would determine the future successes and failures of certain industries.
“[I]t defined in critical ways the relationship offarmers, urban workers and commercial
participants in the emerging industrial state.”*^ Farmers continued to rely on the system
that was in place. As their financial troubles became worse and farm prices rose, the
farmers confided in each other and began to read books on economics in an effort to
discover what had gone wrong. Many ofthe farmers formed organizations ofeconomic
and political self-help. “But as the hard times ofthe 1870s turned into the even harder
times ofthe 1880s, it was clear that these efforts were not really going anywhere. Indeed,
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by 1888 it was evident that many things were worse than they had been in 1878 or
1868.,-,14 It was at this time that the farmers began to gather to express their concerns.
It was a new hope that brought the farmers together during these hard times.
They realized that by gathering together “...they could free themselves ofthe ancient
bonds ofthe credit system. The thought was transforming; it generated a sweeping new
perception of what politics was.”^^ Soon,they had developed a movement culture. And
though this transformation in thought began in 1886-87, it was not until 1892 that the
16

movement actually became known as Populism.

In 1892,the Populist Party nominated Civil War veteran General James B.
Weaver as its presidential candidate, and he won a million popular votes and 22 electoral
votes.17 ’In 1896, however,the Populists made a fatal mistake—^fusion with the
Democrats. In endorsing the presidential candidacy of William Jennings Bryan,the
Democratic nominee,the People’s Party reduced itselfto a helpless appendage ofthe
Democrats, destroying its reputation for independence without acquiring any decisive
influence over the Democratic policymakers.”^* The true voice ofthe Populist movement
was suppressed when it affiliated with the Democratic Party. It did not survive as a
doctrine. What it did do was influence the political scene as more ofa mood:“Trust in
the simple people; faith in America; scorn for the privileged.

19

That mood remains

today.
At the time oftheir movement,the Populists were not well accepted by
progressive society. Their ideas challenged the comforts that the members of progressive
society were enjoying. But,“...[t]he Pops’ demands don’t look all that crazy today:
they wanted various farm programs, state ownership ofrailroads, a graduated income tax
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to pay for it all, and a silver or even a paper currency. At the time, however,they were
damned by the respectable for their radicalism.”^® Though their intent was to protect the
people from a nation under corporate rule, there were many people who were comfortable
with corporate control. They were members ofthe progressive society. Though they were
“progressive,” they were resistant to the process of democracy that the Populists were
implementing.^* The Populist movement,in many ways, was a revolt against the
limitations of public debate v^thin capitalism.^ For this reason,the greatest triumph of
the Populist movement was the “... beliefin possibility it injected into American
»23

political consciousness.

It was in the 1930s that Populism appeared again. Democratic President Franklin
,,24

Roosevelt recognized the potential that Populism had to reach out to the “plain people.
With the crash ofthe stock market, the nation was unstable and vulnerable. Roosevelt “..
. assume[d] the posture of a populist without effecting any populist reforms.” He
implemented the mood ofPopulism, while creating reforms to aid the weak economy.
Populism had another revival in the 1960s, but this time, it appeared as a conservative
,,25

[see Appendix A]movement,the movement Frank calls “The Great Backlash.
The movement, which has grown over the past four decades, is associated with
the Republican Party. One ofthe greatest reasons for the growth ofthis Republican
movement,“The Great Backlash,” is the Neoconservative [see Appendix A]Revolution.
This revolution was the result ofa split in liberalism that began in 1968.^^ “Liberalism’s
political and social dominance during the 1960s meant that major upheavals would
almost certainly fracture the liberal movement,and by 1968 there was no shortage of
disturbances with great implications for liberal thinking.”^’ With this split in American
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liberalism, a new group of liberals emerged.^^ This new group ofliberals sought to
improve society, but turned away from radicalism and “overly ambitious attempts at
reform.”^^ As author and historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., puts it, neoconservatives
„30

are ‘Visionaries who want to remake the world in the American image,

‘The

chastened liberals were seen as or accused of—turning to the right, and at first were
called ‘new conservatives.

By 1975,the label changed to “neoconservative,” which

described a former liberal.^^ These neoconservatives turned to the right during the 1960s
due to their opposition to the counterculture ofthe ‘60s^^ and the emergence ofthe New
Left, a radical political movement that developed during the 1960s, advocating social
justice and opposing capitalism as a means to imperialism.^"^ Sociologist and Kennedy
administration appointee Daniel Patrick Moynihan expressed his neoconservative
perspective in September 1967 when he told the Americans for Democratic Action that“
... ‘liberals must see more clearly that their essential interest is in the stability ofthe
social order,’ and that to protect order they ‘must seek out and make more effective
alliances with political conservatives.
The neoconservatives transferred their hope fi-om the Democrats to the
Republicans “... expecting that a conservative victory would bring them all the
opportunities and rewards they had been denied by the Democrats.”^^ This transfer of
hope occurred under the presidency of Ronald Reagan, 1980-1988.^^ It was under
Reagan’s presidency that the neoconservatives began to make large influences on the
political system. They maintained an anti-Communist faith while many liberals were
ready to give up, which they considered to be a great accomplishment.^* The collapse of
the Communist regimesjustified many neoconservative writings that had declared the
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Communist countries as “... repressive, corrupt, brutal, totalitarian states which used
every opportunity to attack Western interests.”^^ The influence ofthese writings remains
apparent in the political system today in that “

it is difficult to find an influential

thinker who defends, or even advocates a hands-off approach toward, hostile Third World
,»40

dictatorships or revolutionaries.

The newest phase of neoconservatism has arisen under the leadership ofPresident
George W. Bush. According to Schlesinger,Ivo Daalder and James Lindsay discuss
41

neconservatism and the Bush presidency in the their book America Unbound.
Schlesinger writes that in their book, Daalder and Lindsay look at the two sets ofadvisors
to the President: the neoconservatives who wish to convert the Islamic world to the
American way of life,"^^ and the assertive nationalists who “... are hard-boiled politicians
who want to use American power to intimidate rival nations and to crush potential threats
,j43

to American security and to corporate enterprise,

From this dichotomy ofthe advisors

to President Bush, it appears that the threat of Communism under President Reagan has
turned into the threat ofIslamic terrorism under President Bush. And we can see the
neoconservative influence in the Bush Doctrine, which “...embraces preventive war as
the basis of U.S. foreign policy. It downplays containment and deterrence—^the
combination that won us the Cold War.”^
Along with the influence ofneoconservatism, values politics has greatly
influenced the political system today. The influence of values politics is apparent in the
2000 and 2004 elections. According to Alabama Republican Chairman Marty Connors,“
... many voters prioritize ‘moral values’ above economic and secular concerns...
[thisjhas cemented the Republicans’ advantage among self-identified conservative
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Christian voters because of issues such as abortion and same-sex marriage,,A5 A1 From,
the founder and CEO of the Democratic Leadership Council, and Bruce Reed,the
president of the DLC and former domestic policy advisor to President Bill Clinton, also
comment on the Republicans’ use of values politics in an article from the DLC’s
46

magazine, Blueprint, which instructs the Democrats how to be a majority party again.
From and Reed recognize that the number one issue on voters’ minds on Election Day
was moral [see Appendix A]values [see Appendix A].“At a time when some in the
world are out to destroy our way of life, many Americans are more concerned than ever
about bedrock values that built it—^patriotism, personal responsibility, opportumty, and a
»47

clear sense of right and wrong...

It is because ofthis common opinion that the

Republicans’ marketing of moral values has gradually allowed them to win the South.
The South is made up of 13 states: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky,
Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas and
Virginia."^® This region provides 168 electoral votes, which is three-jfrfths ofthe 270
required to vrin an election."^^ Thus, it easy to see how the Democrats have lost thenstrength beginning with their loss ofthe South to the Republicans.“Democrats lost their
»50

iron grip on Dixie after spearheading the civil rights bills ofthe 1960s.

After

Democratic President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, he
51

realized that he had given the South to the Republicans.
The dramatic results ofthe past two elections reinforce Johnson’s realization.
According to data assembled by the Los Angeles Times from Polidata, a firm that
specializes in political statistics. Bush has fully captured the South.^^ In the 2000 election.
53

Bush won 1,047 counties in the South, while Democratic candidate A1 Gore won 294.
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In the 2004 election, Bush won 1,124 counties in the South, while Democrat John Kerry
won 216(The South lost one county in the 2004 election than it had in the 2000 election
because two jurisdictions merged in Virginia).^ This is a large drop from President Bill
55

Clinton’s victory of more than 650 Southern counties in each ofhis presidential races.
According to Republican pollster specialist in the South Whit Ayres,“It’s the historic
conservatism ofthe South reinforced by a contest between a Southern Republican
conservative and a northern liberal Democrat at a time when the debate was dominated
by national security, where the South has historically been very pro-military, with a
kicker of cultural values—^specifically, gay marriage—^where the South has long been the
most culturally conservative region ofthe country. You put all those factors together and
jj56

it’s a formula for a Democratic wipeout.

Looking specifically at Kansas, what Frank considers to be a microcosm of
America,the state has not been won by the Democrats since the election ofPresident
Johnson in 1964. In Kansas, Democrat Johnson received 54% ofthe popular votes, while
Republican Barry Goldwater received 45% ofthe popular votes.^^ Jumping to the 2000
Presidential Election, Republican Bush received 58% ofthe popular votes in Kansas,
Democrat Gore received 37% and the third party candidate, Ralph Nader,received 3%
(36,086 popular votes).^* The numbers of popular votes for the Democrat and Republican
percentages are not as close as they used to be in Kansas, meanwhile,the number of
voters that vote for third party candidates, who are considered to be Independent[see
Appendix A], is getting smaller. In the 2004 Presidential Election, Republican Bush
received 62% ofthe popular votes in Kansas, Democrat Kerry received 36% and the third
party candidate, Nader,received 1%(15,726 popular votes).^^ It appears that the
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Independent voters in Kansas are voting for the third part)' candidates and the Democratic
candidates less and less.
Moving from the Kansas popular votes of 1964, 2000 and 2004, to the national
election results of these same years, it appears that percentage changes in popular votes
for Kansas are not identical to the popular voting trends of America, but they are moving
in the same direction [see Appendix B]. In the 1964 Presidential Election, Democrat
Johnson received 61% of the nation’s popular votes, while Republican Goldwater
received 39% of the popular votes for the nation.^° In the 2000 Presidential Election,
Republican Bush and Democrat Gore each received 48% of the nation’s popular votes,
while the third party candidate, Nader, received 3 % ofthe popular votes for the nation
(Bush won the election based on the electoral votes: 266 for the Democrats, 271 for the
Republicans).^' Finally, in the 2004 Presidential Election, Republican Bush received 51%
of the nation’s popular votes, while Democrat Kerry received 48% ofthe popular votes
for the nation.^^ Both the 2000 and the 2004 Presidential Elections were close on popular
votes on the national scale. For Kansas, the percentages of popular votes for the
Democrats and the Republicans have moved farther and farther apart. If Kansas is any
indication ofthe trends we will see in America as Frank indicates, the following elections
will not be as close in popular votes. But it is the electoral votes that really count and
without the 168 electoral votes from the 13 states that make up the South, the Democrats
are going to have a hard time.“No Democrat has ever won the presidency without
winning at least four Southern states,” writes Scott Shepard in an Atlanta JournalConstitution article.^^ “If a Democrat writes offthe South, the candidate will have to win
at least 70 percent of the vote elsewhere.”^'' University of Georgia political scientist
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Charles Bullock believes this pressured situation to be “

a daunting task ifthe

»65

Republican nominee is at all competitive.

With the support ofthe South, the Bush Administration continues to propel the
backlash movement that began in 1964, by consistently emphasi2dng their authenticity of
the Republican Party. According to Frank, the backlash is “...a crusade in which one’s
material interests are suspended in favor of vague cultural grievances that are allimportant and yet incapable ofever being assuaged.”^^ In other words,the Republican
Party is using moral values as a strategy to mobilize voters. It is working. Working-class
voters who would traditionally vote for the Democratic Party are now voting for the
Republican Party. The appeal to moral values unites blue-collar and white-collar workers,
67

while erasing economics,

‘The backlash narrative lets us feel brave when we grumble
68

about liberals ruining this aspect oflife or that,” Frank writes.

‘It brings us together—

management and labor, Protestant and Catholic, black and white—in mutual outrage
»69

against a common enemy,

This common enemy is liberalism.^® But the economic

realities do not agree with the logic ofthis movement. It is not liberal [see Appendix A]
ideas that feed the counterculture. It is the conservatives’ unrestrained free-market
capitalism that feeds the counterculture. “It is because ofthe market that our TV is such
a sharp-tongued insulter of‘family values’ and such a zealous promoter ofevery species
of social deviance.”^* This “melding” of business culture and counterculture has
everything to do with profit, which is controlled by the market. Americans, blue collar
and white collar, have every reason to oppose the counterculture that pervades our
society. And “...[t]hey are right to feel that they have no power over it, and to notice
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that it makes them feel inadequate and stupid.”^^ The problem is that they are pointing in
the wrong direction.
Though Frank’s primary fiustration is with the conservatives for their blind faith
in free-market capitalism,“... a system that, at its most unrestrained, has little use for
small town merchants or the agricultural system that supported the small towns in the
first place.”^^ The liberals are also to blame. “[LJiberalism deserves a large part ofthe
blame for the backlash phenomenon,” Frank writes.^'* “Somewhere in the last four
decades liberalism ceased to be relevant to huge portions ofits traditional
constituency.”^^ While the conservatives have been reaching out to blue-collar workers,
the liberals have forgotten their “traditional constituents” in order to focus on “...
»76

recruiting affluent, white-collar professionals who are liberal on social issues,

Thus,

economic concerns have disappeared. The conservatives voice values and ignore the
harm that their free-market capitalism may have on the economy, while liberals pander to
this same unrestrained method ofeconomics in an effort to gain financial support for their
campaigns. It seems that there is no one in politics who can be trusted.
Our current political state did not happen overnight. Several authors and
journalists have predicted it. In his 1969 book,“The Emerging Republican Majority,”
Kevin Phillips, a conservative intellectual, predicted the emergence ofa Republican
majority in 1970, which would continue to grow.^^ Paul Krugman warned us in his 2003
book,“The Great Unraveling,” that“...the fabric ofour economy—and,perhaps, ofour
political system and our society...” would unravel.^* The fabric that Krugman is talking
about is the social contract on which our nation was founded. It is the political theory
proposed by Jean-Jacques Rousseau that“... government results from a contract in
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which men provisionally give up some oftheir freedom,the provision being that the
«79

government serves the ends toward which the parties to the contract have ordained it.

This theoretical understanding between people and government seems to be disappearing.
According to Frank’s book, people are not even getting their fundamental interests
right.

Perhaps this is because neither the Republicans nor the Democrats represent their

fundamental interests. According to Frank, both political parties have to strategize to get
votes because what they have to offer is not what people need.** They have to
misrepresent themselves to gain support. For these reasons, we have great reason to be
concerned.
The prefixes “neo” and ‘^ew” indicate something different from the original. As
neoconservatives are very different from conservatives, new populism is very different
from the original Populism. The new populism is a conservative populism. It is similar to
the original in its faith in the common man. It is quite different in its marriage to the
corporate world. Thus, it is like the original Populism turned upside down. As Frank puts
it, it is ...[l]ike a French revolution in reverse—one in which the sansculottes pour
down the streets demanding more power for the aristocracy—^the backlash pushes the
spectrum of the acceptable to the right, to the right, farther to the right,

It is the

relationship between this new populism and the two political parties that Frank focuses
on in his book. But before we begin looking at the relationship between new populism
and the political parties, it is important to understand the relationship between the
political parties and the original Populism. The best way to illustrate this relationship is
through a brief history ofliberalism.

12

1

Liberalism is a political and economic philosophy emphasizing equality, freedom
and opportunity that began in the Enlightenment Era.*^ The meaning ofthe word has
evolved through time. In the 1800s, liberals were people who believed that political
power should be restricted to members ofthe property-owning class.*^ By the end ofthe
1800s, ... a liberal was a person who favored democracy and voting rights for adult
citizens.«85 It was in the 1900s that liberalism took its biggest change as political and
economic liberalism became less and less connected. The early liberals believed in
economic liberalism, that the economy was self-regulating when left alone and that there
was no need for government regulation.*^ Supporters ofthese early liberal ideas are
called conservatives today. But, in the early 1900s,“...[m]any liberals began to think
offreedom less in terms offreedom from restriction and more in terms offreedom of
opportunity. They became convinced that government action is often necessary to
»j88

provide the conditions under which individuals can realize their potential.

According to political scientist and author George McKeima, American liberals
coined the terms “left” and “right” in the 1950s, in an effort to define their own position.
[R]ighf was what the taste ofthe liberals during the fifties decreed as ‘conservative’..
. a ‘left’ extremist, on the other hand, was one who ranted against Wall Street,
complained about the way wealth was distributed in America and insisted that
corporations were not in the process ofreforming themselves.”*^ McKenna believes these
two poles, left and right, to be the two extremes ofPopulism and that in the center of
these two poles liberalism thrived. But in the 1960s, liberalism began to change “... and
we are left today with the two poles, still raging at the vacuum at the center. Perhaps
someday these two halves ofthe populist tradition, one economic and the other cultural.
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will recognize each other and be reconciled ... For as long as the center holds the tw’O
„90

halves of populism will continue to regard each other as ideological opponents.

This is

a great example of how the two political parties in America are more alike than they are
different. Though the Democratic Party and Republican Party may not actually be the two
extremes of Populism, it does seem that the populist ideology is big enough to envelope
both parties. “When all is said and done, however, populism remains more a mood than a
doctrine.

●>,91

Thus, populism remains in American political life as a mood of democracy

that both parties embrace.
Despite this link between the Democratic and Republican Parties, there are some
serious deficiencies in our current political system. To remedy the situation, we must first
find the true culprit. We cannot blame one party, one person, or one movement. With an
understanding of the original Populist movement, the Neoconservative Revolution, the
history of liberalism, the new populism that began in the 1960s, the concerns for our
current political state that Frank expresses in his book, and the confirmation ofthose
concerns based on the results of the 2000 and 2004 Presidential Elections looking in both
Kansas and America, we can begin looking for the causes and the solutions based on the
opinions of the six interviewees.
Each ofthese six opinions is very different. Ira Campbell provides a no nonsense
perspective based on the importance of a literal Scriptural understanding and inefficiency
of the tax and credit systems. Lena Washington believes in the power of hard work and
the teachings of Jesus Christ. John Winkle believes in the power of education and the
importance of being authentic in life. Mary Swilling does not believe in organized
religion [see Appendix A]. Swilling believes in the power of history and the importance
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of fairness. Angela Moore emphasizes the importance ofhonesty and the need to be
consistent with what you say and do. Lastly, Ben Ferguson believes in the political
system. He believes that it will not fail.
This is a large range ofopinions. Most ofthe interviewees agree on some issues
while disagreeing on others. Their backgrounds and their childhoods largely influence
these opinions. These six interviewees consist of: three men,three women;two
Republicans, three Democrats and one Independent. The states represented include:
Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Dakota, and Tennessee. Each
interviewee was asked the same four questions, which appear as the chapter titles.
As a journalist, I have chosen to do interviews rather than conduct surveys.
Therefore, this is a journalistic thesis. The interviews provide a much more in-depth
understanding than surveys would provide. It is important to listen to people’s opinions
with an understanding of who they are and what significant things have happened in their
lives to make them who they are.
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Chapter 1: What beliefs were instilled in you as a child?

Frank believes that the leadership oftoday’s Republican movement has “

an

intensely personal politics, concerned far more with the frustrations and indignities of
everyday life than with scholarly rigor or objective material interests,

He goes on to say

that while the “proponents [of what he calls the Great Backlash movement] might get the
„2
facts wrong, they get the subjective experience right, From the subjective experience.
people discover who they are and what they believe.
It was the subjective experience of many Populists in the late 1800s that allowed
them to unite and defend their common experience. Through their common struggle the
Populists became a new democratic community.^ “It engendered within millions of
people what Martin Luther King would later call a ‘sense ofsomebodiness.’ This ‘sense’
was a new way of thinking about oneself and about democracy.”"* With this new sense of
purpose. ... the Populists attempted to insulate themselves against being intimidated by
the enormous political, economic and social pressures that accompanied the emergence of
corporate America. To describe that attempt is to describe their movement.”^ Their
movement was a collection ofsubjective experiences. In a sense, they were fighting for
the right to have a subjective experience.
The purpose ofthis chapter is to emphasize the subjective experience. It is
important to know the demographics and the background ofeach interviewee in order to
understand who they are and why they believe what they believe. Besides commentary
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from Thomas Frank and several scholars that appear throughout the thesis, the following
six people are the primar\- voices.

Dr. Ira Lucky Campbell

Age: 75
Hometown: Coushatta, Louisiana
Current Residence: Natchitoches, Louisiana
College(s): Centenary-Bachelor of Arts; Tulane Medical School-Medical degree
Occupation: retired general practitioner; Baptist preacher
General Political Affiliation: none
General Religious Affiliation: Baptist
Marital Status: married for 53 years, five children
In 1930, Dr. Ira Lucky Campbell, or the man I know as “Papaw Doc,” was born in
Coushatta, Louisiana. “I was bom in the agricultural South back when it was based on
human labor and not machines,” Campbell said. “Most of the people when I was coming
up were subsistence farmers, some were saw mill workers; they were all laborers. The
9?

Depression was hard on them and people had a difficult time.

Campbell’s family was not wealthy, but it was “. . . morally upright.” He said
that he found that the spiritual understanding of things would always come out to be the
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practical understanding of things. In other words, God instructs his people to live life in a
certain w'ay in the Scriptures. This spiritual understanding of how to live is the most
praetical w'ay to live. If people would follow the Scriptures as guidelines to live by, they
would be better off in life. As Campbell describes it,"... the spiritual and the natural
always work together.”
At the age of 11, Campbell began farming. He left home when he was 15 to begin
school at Centenary in Shreveport, Louisiana. After receiving his bachelor’s degree from
Centenary, Campbell moved to New Orleans to attend Tulane Medical School. He then
moved to Ida, Louisiana, where he practiced for nine months. He left Louisiana for
Florida, with a wife, two sons and a daughter on the way. Campbell then served for two
years as a flight surgeon in the Air Force. Campbell and his family made their final move
to Natchitoches, Louisiana, where he had two more children and served as a general
practitioner for 32 years. In 1966, he began preaching.
Campbell continues to preach in a Baptist church that he owns in partnership with
two other men. He lives with his wife Reva and home-schools his grandson, Andrew
Campbell. They attend revivals whenever they can, and Campbell still preaches at some
of them.
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Pat Fordice (left) and Lena Washington (right) pose for a photo at an Oxford-Lafayette
County event in 2004.
Lena Wiley Washington

Age: 57
Hometown: Waterford, Mississippi
Current Residence: Oxford, Mississippi
College(s): Alcorn State University-Bachelor of Arts in English and literature
Occupation: executive director of Interfaith Compassionate Ministries
General Political Affiliation: Republican
General Religious Affiliation: United Methodist
Marital Status: divorced, four children
Lena Washington is the first African-American to run in the Republican primary
for justice court judge in Lafayette County, Miss. In her opinion, the Democratic Party
has become the African-American party. “My definition of the Democratic Party is
NAACP,” Washington said. She chose the Republican Party because she feels that “...
[tjheir platform is about work ethic instead of welfare, and welfare is basically a type of
slavery. That is dependency; that is our past. We need to use it to make a better tomorrow
99

and today.
Washington grew up in with her grandparents in Waterford, Miss. She said that
her grandmother always taught her to do her very best at whatever she did. She told a
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Dr. John Wilson Winkle III
Age: 56
Hometown: Rome, Georgia
Current Residence: Oxford, Mississippi
College(s): Mercer University- Bachelor of Arts in history with a double minor in
literature and religion
Duke University- Master of Arts and a doctorate in political science with a minor in
philosophy
Occupation: University professor
General Political Affiliation: Democrat
General Religious Affiliation: Methodist
Marital Status: married, two boys

John Winkle grew up in Rome, Georgia, with a strong consciousness of right and
wrong. As a young man, he always wondered why the black children went to different
schools. He was instinctively aware of the racial problem before the civil rights
movement took off.
“The nuclear family was four,” Winkle said. He said that his mother had lost two
babies between his birth and the birth of his brother ten years later. His mother, father and
brother, attended the Methodist Church “religiously.” His father was an elected public
official, a tax commissioner, at a time when the state of Georgia was, as Winkle describes
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it, '‘schizophrenic." Some of the values that his family instilled in him were the necessity
for education and the importance of thinking and making decisions for oneself “My
father taught me to listen to everyone's point of view and somehow,some way,I was
supposed to evaluate that and decide what I am supposed to believe.”
Winkle attended Mercer, the most liberal of the private Baptist schools in
America according to Winkle, in the late 1960s. After Mercer, Winkle attended Duke
University, where he got his Master of Arts and his doctorate in political science. He is
currently a professor of histoiy' at the University of Mississippi.

Mary Christian Browning Swilling
Age: 51
Hometown: Brookings, South Dakota
Current Residence: New Albany, Mississippi
College(s): Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville-Bachelor of Arts and Master of
Science in history
University of Mississippi-ABD (all-but-dissertation)
Occupation: graduate instructor in history at the University of Mississippi
General Political Affiliation: registered and active liberal Democrat
General Religious Affiliation: reared in the Episcopal Church
“I have very little use for organized religion these days.”
Marital Status: married for 31 years, one boy and one girl
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Vietnam or against it," Swilling said. “Kids ahead of me in high school were being
drafted. They were veiy- much against it."
Swilling married when she was 19. She and her husband Glen, who recently
retired from the Army after 30 years, moved to Turkey in 1975 and lived there until 1978.
After three years in Turkey they continued to travel to England, Canada, Mexico and
throughout the United States. During this time, they had two children, one boy and one

girl.
Caring for two small children and living outside of the United States, Swilling
was not very informed on the political environment in America. But she did watch the
news while she was in Turkey and their lasting impression of Nixon following his
impeachment and resignation in 1974 was poor. During Nixon’s term in offiee, he had
eliminated their entire cattle industry by killing all of their poppy crops thinking that the
crops were part of the opium market. “But, there was no opium coming out of Turkey,”
Swilling said.
While the Turks’ opinion of Nixon was poor, their opinion of Americans was that
they were heroes. Swilling said that she found this heroic view of Americans to be true
all over Europe. She recalled a trip that she and her husband made to Holland. Swilling
and her husband stopped from a tour bus to eat in a cafe. There was a large group of
Germans in front of them in line. The Dutch would not ser\^e the Germans. As soon as the
Germans left, the Dutch were ready to serve the Americans. “The animosity against the
Geimans is still there and the Americans are still the heroes.
Swilling and her husband, Glen, now live in New Albany, Miss. Swilling is
cun-ently a graduate student in history at the University of Mississippi.
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Angela Moore
Age: 29
Hometown: Stateville, North Carolina
Current Residence: Oxford, Mississippi
College(s): University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill-Bachelor of Arts in journalism
and history
University of Mississippi-Center for Southern Studies-Masters in Southern Studies
Occupation: public relations
General Political Affiliation: Democrat
General Religious Affiliation: Protestant, usually Presb}terian or
Methodist-grew up Pentecostal and rebelled
Marital Status: Newlywed

When Moore was 12, she got a subscription to Newsweek. “I started reading and
thinking for myself and by the time I was 13,1 was a Democrat,” Moore said. It was
about this time that Moore began questioning things that went on within her parents’
church, the Pentecostal Church.
In 1976, the year the Moore was born, her parents were huge supporters of Jimmy
Carter. They were frustrated when Ronald Reagan won the presidency in 1980. Not too
long after Reagan was elected, Moore’s family moved from tlie Methodist Church to the
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said. ‘"Abortion has always been a large wedge issue with them and recently, gay
marriages." In 1988 the conversion was complete, Moore's parents supported Pat
Robertson.
Moore attended the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill for her
undergraduate degree. After she graduated in 1998, she worked as a reporter for the St.
Petersburg Times in Tampa, Florida. In 2001, she moved to Oxford, Miss., where she
started graduate school in the Center for Southern Studies at the University of
Mississippi. She plans to graduate in fall of 2005.

Ben Ferguson
Age: 23
Hometown: Memphis, Tennessee
Current Residence: Memphis, Tennessee
College(s): University of Mississippi-double major in political science and print
journalism
Occupation: political commentator, talk show host, author
General Political Affiliation: Republican
General Religious Affiliation: Christian
Marital Status: single
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At age 13, Ben Ferguson started broadcasting on the radio. By his sophomore
year at Ole Miss, he had his own syndicated show, which has grown from 12 to over 120
stations across the country.
Ferguson had an easy schedule for broadcasting on the radio when he was
younger because he was home-schooled until the 11 grade. Ferguson said that his family
lived in an area of Memphis, Tenn., where the public schools were not very good and his
parents could not afford to send him and his sister to private school. So,they were homeschooled. His parents told them that they could attend public school whenever they
wanted. It was his desire to play high school basketball that influenced him to go to
public school.
Ferguson was raised in a Republican home.“When I was young,I did not look at
politics as Republican and Democrat, but I did know the difference between right and
wrong. Have I voted for a Democrat? Yes. Are there things that I do not agree with that
the Republicans do? Yes.” Ferguson knows what he believes. As a talk-show host, he has
to be solid on issues. He has to be ready to answer questions about what he agrees with
and what he disagrees with. Ferguson made his mind-up to be careful with alcohol at the
age of 8. A drunk driver hit him and his family.“He came through his windshield and
into ours,” Ferguson said. “It scared me for life. Not in a bad sense, but in the sense that
if I drink, I only have one drink.”
Ferguson had a book published by HarperCollins in 2004, entitled “It’s My
America Too.” The book is about getting all the politicians to shut-up so that an average
American to talk for a little while. Ferguson’s attempt is to reach out to his generation to
speak up.
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Chapter 2: Did your childhood beliefs change during adulthood? What were your
influences?

Thomas Frank uses very satirical and religious language to describe the political
views of the Republican Party. For example, he uses the term “conversion,” often used to
describe a religious awakening, to describe a political conversion from Democrat to
Republican.‘ Frank even describes his own conversion. Frank is much like William Allen
White, the Kansas journalist who criticized the Populist movement White realized in his
later years that he had been a “young fool.” ^ Frank quotes a passage from White’s
“Autobiography”: “Being what I was, a child ofthe governing classes, I was blinded by
„3

my birthright,

Frank had the same realization. Both White and Frank were bom in to

families that were very fortunate financially."* Like White,Frank finds that the
conservative views of his own youth were merely a “romantic justification” that he had
invented.^ This justification allowed him to enjoy his comfortable lifestyle without
feeling guilty about it
Though Frank uses the term “conversion” to describe a change ofpolitical beliefs
from liberal to conservative, this experience can also describe the conversion from
conservative to liberal.^ The purpose ofawakening experiences is to open our eyes to
perceive the truth. But, there is more than one place to find the truth. Some people may
find it in the Republican Party, while others find it in the Democratic Party. Much
depends on childhood experiences,femily life, religious beliefs and education. These
things determine how each person looks at the world.
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Beliefs that are learned in childhood are sometimes permanent. But there are
many cases when the process of living life is a much stronger teacher than our families.
When children enter adulthood and leave home to begin life, independent of their
families, they have the ability to learn things for themselves. Some people cling to the
teachings that their families instilled in them without ever really opening up to new ways
of thinking. Others never really embraced their parents’ teachings at all, and some remain
so open-minded that they do not really believe in anything. But most people remember
what their parents taught them, open their minds to new thoughts when they get out in the
real world and choose on their own what they believe and do not believe. The only way
to truly believe in something is by discovering your own passions, not by learning the
passion of others. In this chapter, we will more fully explore the experiences of six
people that I interviewed by looking at how their beliefs changed, stayed the same or
became their own during the transition from childhood to adulthood.
The most dramatic transition of all the interviewees was that of Angela Moore,
the person most like Thomas Frank and William Allen White. As discussed in Chapter 1,
Moore’s family moved from the Methodist Church to the Pentecostal Church when she
was very young. Moore became very aware ofthe influence that the Pentecostal Church
had on her parents politically. She watched her parents change from Democrat to
Republican.
Moore took it upon herself to find the tnith. She subscribed to Newsweek and
began to read and develop her own opinions. As she describes it, “by the time I turned 13
I was a Democrat.” Her opinions were reinforced as a college student at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill. But her concerns grew. What concerned Moore, and what
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1

continues to concern her, is that her parents do not realize how liberal they are. From
Moore’s perspective, if her parents voted what they believe, they would support the
Democratic Party. And it is this precise situation that Thomas Frank addresses in his
book. “People getting their fundamental interests wrong is what American political life is
all about.”^ The transition that Moore watched her parents go through is a perfect
g

illustration of what Frank calls a conversion.

Moore was raised with what she sees to be liberal ideas,the same liberal ideas
that her parents continue to instill in her. But there is one major difference that Moore
sees between herself and her parents. Moore sees herself as “...more accepting ofthe
fact that people are different from [her].”“The reason that many evangelicals are
Republicans is because they believe that if you are not saved you are going to hell, no
questions asked. I think that it is that right and wrong, black and white, no gray,‘we
know what is right and you are wrong,’ that allows people to be sure ofthemselves, and I
am never sure of myself.”
Moore began to really see this difference when she played women’s rugby as a
student at UNC. Moore explained that rugby is a sport that attracts many lesbians. She
made many lesbian friends while she was on the rugby team. Before playing on the rugby
team, Moore had never had friends that were gay. “It changed my view,” Moore said. “I
don’t think it was something that I had ever really thought about.”
Though Moore was very liberal within her family in Stateville, she discovered
that she was not as liberal as she originally thought she was during her college years at
UNC. Meanwhile,John Winkle had more liberal values during his college years at
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Mercer in the 1960s than he has ever had. As Winkle describes it,it is typical for people
to be more liberal during their time at college.
“I was caught up in the values ofthe day,the civil rights movement and the
Vietnam War,” Winkle said about his college years. The Vietnam War was reaching its
peak while Winkle was at Mercer. The campus strongly supported racial reconciliation
and strongly opposed the war.“I begauto think that maybe [the Vietnam War]was
wrong,that maybe this was not a war for the right things,” Winkle said. “This was a real
turning point.”
The largest political changes that Winkle sees have occurred in the past 25 years.
He believes that one ofthe greatest catalysts ofchange has been the rise ofsingle interest
groups. “The rise of single interest groups that promote only one view seems to have
captured the American political psyche,” Winkle said. Winkle went on to say that the
issues that these minority groups address have been the beginning ofthe movements for
civil rights and women’s rights. “These movements have brought to the American
conscience that for a long time it has not been a very moral nation,” Thus,it is the single
interest groups that emphasize the issues that are then recognized and used to propel
movements. These movements then bring an awareness of moral and social values to the
American people that they did not previously have. As far as Winkle is concerned, morals
have always been a part of political life, but they have not always been broadcast as a part
of a party platform. Though these issues are important they are not enough to support an
entire political party. People seem to focus only on these issues, abandoning the reality
that a political party cannot be successful by standing on only one issue.“It is these
single moral issues that have trumped people’s sense of being,” Winkle said.
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Winkle’s concern with single moral issues overpowering all other concerns is also
one of Frank’s primary concerns about the effects ofthe backlash movement The
backlash movement chooses to focus on cultural battles that can purposely never be
solved.^ “The leaders ofthe backlash... have chosen to wage cultural battles where
victory is impossible, where their followers’ feelings ofpowerlessness will be dramatized
and their alienation aggravated.”*® Because the battles can never be won,the followers of
the movement are persuaded to keep fighting. Thus,they remain loyal supporters. Frank
gives two examples ofthese cultural wars:“the Alabama Ten Commandments
monument, which was erected deliberately to provoke an ACLU lawsuit and T^ch could
come to no other possible end than being pried loose and carted away; and “the great
abortion controversy, which mobilizes millions but which cannot be put to rest without a
Supreme Court overturning ofRoe v.

By raising moral issues that cannot

actually be solved, the Republicans have c^tured the attention ofa large number of
working-class Americans, who are no longer focusing on what is best for them, but what
is best for the cause. The harm is that they are compromising everything for a moral
cause that does not seem to benefit them at all. It is the business community,the
conservatives main constituent that has benefited the most, not the working-class
Americans that have put the moral cause that the Republicans rally before their own
needs.12 Values may ‘matter most’ to voters, but they always take a backseat to the
needs of money once the elections are won

Abortion is never halted. Affirmative
wl3

action is never abolished. The culture industry is never forced to clean up its act.
Another political change that Winkle sees over the past 25 years, what he calls a
“grand curiosity,” is that it does not take much for a Republican candidate to be promoted
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as a moral person. This moral stereotype has been very beneficial to the Republican Party
and its backlash movement, but in Winkle’s opinion it is not necessarily accurate. He
gave the example of the 1984 re-election ofPresident Ronald Reagan,a candidate that in
association with the Republican Party was labeled a religious man. Winkle does not
believe President Reagan to be a religious man. He believes that President Reagan won
the presidency because ofthe voices that were aligned with him in the Republican Party.
While the 1984 election seems to have ofiBcially sealed the idea that morality belongs to
the Republican Party, it marked another success for the Republican Party’s backlash
movement.“The Republican revolution did not succeed until the 80s. They gained seats
in the Congress, but it was [President Ronald] Reagan’s re-election in 1984 when more
people in the South voted Republican than Democrat since Reconstruction [that marked
the success ofthe Republican revolution],” Winkle said.
Though the success ofthe Republican Party became very obvious in President
Reagan’s 1984 re-election. Winkle believes that the success ofthe Republican Party has
been a gradual mobilization of Southern voters that was triggered by an event in 1964.
Winkle said that this mobilization of voters began when President Lyndon B.Johnson
signed the Civil Rights Act. Winkle recalls President Johnson making the remark that he
had given the South to the Republicans.*'* In the three elections following Johnson’s
prediction, Southerners increasingly voted Republics. Thus,the Republican majority of
Southern voters in the 1984 re-election ofPresident Ronald Reagan makes Johnson’s
remark prophetic.
Moore also speaks about the significance ofthe 1984 election between
Democratic candidate Walter Mondale and Republican candidate Ronald Reagan
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(running for his second term). It was the 1984 election when Moore’s parentsjoined the
Republican Party. As an 8-year-old, Moore recalls the debate over moral issues
associated with Mondale’s running mate, Geraldine Ferraro. By making moral issues
political issues, the backlash movement began. The concern or “grand curiosity” of
Frank, Winkle and many other Americans is that morality has been assigned to the
Republican Party, while the lack of morality that has been assigned to the Democratic
Party. This black and white, good versus evil struggle is what leads Frank to lash out at
the conservatives much like William Allen White did against the Populists in 1896.
Like Winkle, Mary Swilling also sees the begiimings ofthe Republicans’ success
occurring rmder Johnson. “It was here, during Johnson’s presidency,that the
Neoconservative Revolution was seeded and it has really been building ever since,”
Swilling said. “And it is this neocoservative thing that we are dealing with now that
continues to turn the wealthiest side ofthis country against liberal politics.” This
“neoconservative thing” that Swilling describes is that same as Frank’s backlash
movement. He describes it as a “movement whose response to the power stmcture is to
make the rich even richer...whose solution to the rise ofignorance in America is the
«15

pull the rug out from under public education.

Swilling also agrees with Winkle that the key to the Republicans’ success was the
support ofthe South. Swilling, raised in South Dakota,looks at the South with an
outsider’s perspective and has recognized how public religion is in the South. For
Swilling, “religion is a private matter.” And it is the “Bible-belt” atmosphere, which
characterizes the South,that the Republicans have targeted with their moral values
politics. This Republican tactic makes voting for a candidate pushing moral values a
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religious obligation. Thus, the South has gradually become dominated by Republicans
over the past four decades. Swilling used the scandals offormer Arkansan Bill Clinton’s
presidency as an example.“Democrats were put on the defensive because of what
happened to Clinton, but history will remember him as one ofthe greatest presidents,”
Swilling said. “Because ofthe moral outrage resulting from the scandal, mainly in the
South, many people have turned their back on the social contract and have decided to
believe the crap that the Republicans are dishing out.”
Though Swilling does not wish to negate the immoral actions ofPresident
Clinton, she does wish to give him credit for his successes as a Democratic leader. She
also wishes to emphasize that morals are not married to religion.“You leam your moral
values not in a religious conununity that defines itself by what and who it hates, but
through history,” Swilling said.
Ben Ferguson feels very differently.“No matter what anyone says, moral issues
are what bring down politicians,” Ferguson said.“The reality is that we care.” His
concern Avith the scandals ofPresident Clinton are the influences that the actions ofthe
president, a moral leader, had on young people in America.“Clinton’s scandal took the
irmocence of my generation,” Ferguson said. “Kids figured out a new toy that would not
get them pregnant.” Ferguson went on to say that through the immoral actions ofa moral
leader, kids were taught that those immoral actions were okay. All ofa sudden families
were speaking about oral sex at the diimer table, when before it had been too taboo to
mention.
As a result ofthe Clinton scandal and more violent events like the terrorist attacks
on 9/11, the United States has developed a greater awareness ofthe importance of
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morality. These events are what Ferguson calls “sobering moments.” One example ofa
sobering moment that Ferguson describes is the amendment to ban gay marriage that
appeared on ballots in numerous states for the presidential election of2004.“All these
people that seemed somewhat okay with the gay and lesbian lifestyle were shocked \^en
it appeared on the ballot, and they were forced to give their honest opinion.” Another
example Ferguson gave was the exposure of Janet Jackson’s breast on public television
during the halftime show for the 2005 Super Bowl.“There are many more explicit shows
that are on normal television and regular cable that suggest more than a breast,” Ferguson
said. “But, it really hit people because it was a family-type show and it was unexpected.
It allowed people to see what is actually permitted on television these days.”
Ferguson believes that television shows have gradually and subtly endorsed
certain behaviors in our society that used to be unacceptable. One example that Ferguson
gave was the show “Desperate Housewives.” “It plays on the fantasy ofwomen to get out
oftheir marriages, and the fantasy of men to hook-up with a mom.” That said, it is one of
the most successful shows right now. Another example Ferguson gave was “Will &
Grace,” a show that he loves but says that it “welcomes the gay lifestyle and makes
anyone that does not agree with homosexuality a racist. Homosexuality is a lifestyle, not
a race. But it makes people that do not agree look like racists.” As fer as reality shows go,
Ferguson said that it is the hook-up scenes that encourage immoral behavior. Frank also
16

feels that there is a counterculture being instigated and reinforced by television shows.
But, Frank makes the point that this counterculture is commercial, it is business-friendly
and therefore it is a product of corporate America.*’ Thus,Republicans express concerns
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about the current culture, meanwhile, the corporate America that they fight for feeds that
culture.
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With the widespread influence of many television shows, Ferguson sees elections
today as popularity contests. The elections are like reality shows. The most popular and
coolest candidate wins. At the same time, Ferguson believes that it is because of
“sobering moments" that the Republican Party has been so successful. “These sobering
moments are the moments that have allowed the Republican message to infiltrate many
voters,” Ferguson said.
In Frank’s focus on Kansas as a microcosm of America, he also addresses these
events that Ferguson calls “sobering moments.” One example that Frank gives, called the
Summer of Mercy, was instigated by Operation Rescue, the national pro-life group
20

known for its aggressive opposition to abortion clinics.'^ It occurred in July 1991.
Extended protests resulted in clinics actually shutting down for a week.^' “This was
where the Kansas conservative movement got an idea of its own strength.

And it is

“sobering moments” like this that have urged people to listen and follow the lead ofthe
moral cause of the Republican Party.
Another reason Ferguson gives for the Republican success is the power of
convictions. “The reason that the Republicans have all three branches ofthe government
right now is because when you have a conviction, especially religious, you become
proactive, you feel that you have a responsibility to get involved,” Ferguson said. Frank
also sees this power of conviction in Kansas. “Kansas conservatives were also willing to
,,23

work far harder than ordinary folks to achieve their political vision.
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Lena Washington,too, believes in convictions. “There are certain things outlined
in the Bible, they were not outlined by me,they were outlined by Jesus Christ,”
Washington said. “And you cannot take what the Bible says and twist it to vdiat you want
it to be.” She believes that the Democratic Party is twisting these “certain things” to mean
what they want them to mean, not what Jesus meant.
Though Washington finds truth in the Republican Party,Ira Campbell,a doctor
and preacher fi*om Louisiana, does not find truth in either the Republican or Democratic
Party. Campbell believes in a literal scriptural understanding, and he does not see any
difference in the average morals of Republicans and Democrats. Campbell finds truth in
the Scriptures, not in politics. “I do not vote by party labels or man’s labels,” Campbell
said. “When I vote I realize that I am wasting my time. I try to vote for the one that I
think will do the least harm. And as far as amounting to anything, it doesn’t, precisely
because people think that it does.” Campbell’s view is much like the view ofthe
Populists in the late 1800s. As Frank explains it, the Populists focused on the individual
to make decisions.^"* They had faith in the individual, not politics. Frank writes,“Whether
it was Republicans or Democrats in charge, they believed, mainstream politics were a
‘sham battle’ distracting the nation fi*om its real problem—corporate capitalism.
The similarity in perspective between Campbell and the Populists ofthe late
1800s, is seen again in an illustration that Campbell gave.“Are you aware ofthe habits of
chickens? Well, usually people have a rooster and a bunch ofhens. The rooster will start
cutting-up like he has fomid a bunch of worms. All the hens run to where the rooster is
and bend over to find all the worms. Well,they ain’t going to get no worm.”
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At this point in the illustration, Campbell looked at me to make sure that I
understood. A grin slowly appeared on his face and I began laughing. He continued.
ii.

And that is exactly how the politicians work with voters. That politician gets the voters
to think that by voting for him, they are going to get something. All they are going to get
9?

is a tax. And, that is just what politicians do, that is the way that politics works.
And that is precisely what happened to the Populist Party in 1896 when they made
the “fatal mistake" of“fusing” with the Democratic Party

The Populists were looking

for fair treatment in their society. They were the hens hungry for a worm. But, instead of
getting the worm, they got screwed.
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Chapter 3: What are the main problems within the political system today?

Morality has gradually been associated with the Republican Party over the past
four decades. However, Thomas Frank sees the Republican Party as an organization that
defines itself by what it hates, not by what is supports.* “Conservatism does not defend
some established order ofthings: It accuses; it rants; it points out hypocrisies and
gleefully pounces on contradictions.”^ At the same time, the liberals have failed to really
stand up and speak to their constituents.^ “Democrats no longer speak to die people on
the losing end ofa free-market system that is becoming more brutal and more arrogant by
the day” Frank writes."*‘‘The problem is not that Democrats are monolithically pro-choice
or anti-school prayer; it’s that by dropping the class language that once distinguished
them sharply from Republicans they have left themselves vulnerable to cultural wedge
issues like guns and abortion and the rest whose hallucinatoiy appeal would ordinarily be
far overshadowed by material concerns.”^ The “class language” that Frank wntes about is
what many people feel is missing in the political system today.^
Mary Swilling calls this language “Democrat speech,” the language that FDR and
JFK spoke, the language of honesty and wisdom that reaches to both Democrats and
Republicans. Swilling’s concern is that the language is extinct. Not only are there no
leaders that speak the language, but also there are very few people who are equipped to

45

understand it. To explain her point of view she focused on the 2004 presidential election.
‘‘[Democratic Presidential Candidate John] Kerry was unelectable fiom the beginning
because he does not speak Democrat,” Swilling said. “Democrats do not play the game as
well as the Republicans do and it is not for lack of money,it is for lack ofleadership.
Roosevelt gave a speech known as “thunder on the left,” which was propaganda, but it
was Democrat speech and it developed a coalition. Where is that? Why aren’t they
articulating what they mean?” This is also the concern of many other Democrats.
Winkle also feels that there is no moderating voice. But his concern is with the
dishonesty and inauthentic way that leaders represent themselves.“The identification of
the Republican Party with certain moral and family matters has bothered me greatly,”
Winkle said. He believes this identification to be an example ofthe effort in American
politics to capture the electorate in a dishonest way. Winkle spoke ofthe 2000
presidential election in which Republican George W.Bush defeated Democrat A1 Gore.
“In the 2000 presidential election the two candidates as a unit were perhaps the worst in
my lifetime but not in terms of political values,” Winkle said. “Neither Gore nor Bush
was comfortable enough with himselfto tell the American people who he was.”
Ben Ferguson also sees dishonesty in politics. “People in politics become what
they need to be to get elected,” Ferguson said. He gave the example ofthe Alabamajudge
who was removed from the bench because he put the 10 Commandments in his
courtroom. As Ferguson sees it, the judge is really a hypocrite because he tried to uphold
God’s law, but actually disobeyed God’s command by disobeying the law ofthe land.
“What he did do was make a statement to people that will get him elected ifhe runs for a
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state office,” Ferguson said. As Frank sees it, inauthentic representation in politics,
especially in the name of moral values has become a common trend.^
Ira Campbell recalls the inauthentic way that the withholding tax was established
early in his lifetime. “In 1936, my daddy was the only man in Coushatta that voted
against Roosevelt. Roosevelt had said that he was going to take money from the rich
folks and give it to us (at that time my daddy was broke). Roosevelt was saying that he
was a thief and he was going to give it to us—so,basically we were going to help him
steal. The problem was that when the rich folks ran out of money the burden was right
back on us. Then in 1939, Roosevelt passed the withholding tax (this is when the
government takes money from your paycheck before you receive it). In a matter ofthree
years, the very people that helped Roosevelt steal from the rich folks were paying the
bills.” Interestingly, there are many people today who still do not understand exactly the
withholding tax that appears on their paycheck every month. As Ferguson points out,
Americans would care more about the realities ofour society ifthey read their paychecks
more closely to see how much money the government takes each month and understood
that there are fees for just swiping a credit card to buy something.
While many people blame the tax policy, Campbell believes one ofthe greatest
problems in American to be the credit policy.“The business ofthe Federal Reserve has
made interest cheap and made people buy stuffon credit when they should not,”
Campbell said. “The great harm to the average middle class American is that he has a far
greater debt burden that he can carry; and the fact that many people have gotten by for a
long time does not mean that this business ofliving on the edge ofa debt catastrophe is
wise.” Campbell sees this dilemma only getting worse as the dollar loses value. “I
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remember when it cost a dime for a loafof bread. Now it’s a dollar,” Campbell said.“To
illustrate the problem,in 1915, when Woodrow Wilson got the Federal Reserve Bank,
which was licensed by the government for paper money,two pennies would buy what
one dollar will today. Put another way,the dollar has lost 98 percent ofits purchasing
power in the last[90 years]. It has lost more ofits purchasing power and continues to,
because ofthe amount that is [in circulation]. And it is going to take a certain amount of
effort to raise the wheat, ground it up, bake it into bread and put it on the grocery shelf, as
well as someone to pay for it. The more money that there is circulating,the more money
that people are going to demand for their pay.” Thus, Campbell believes the credit policy
is a circular problem that Americans are either unaware ofor choose to ignore because
they want the money that is coming to them. As Frank points out, moral values now
8

override all other political concerns, which is causing harm to the American electorate.
Meanwhile,the American electorate is completely unaware ofwhat is going on.
From Campbell’s perspective, the credit policy is a problem not only because of
the smooth dealings ofpoliticians. “The basic problem that I see is covetousness. You
can say that it is because ofadvertising and television, but I do not think that that is all of
it. The man that wants to buy everything that he sees advertised, he spends money on
things that he does not need and ends up being broke. This is tme also on the national
scene. The general mindset is revealed in the advertisements. The price is not mentioned.
There is no concept of what things cost. It only tells how much a month,but it does not
even say for how long.”
Interestingly, Campbell believes that things have not changed very much in his
lifetime. “People wanted more than they had when I was young, when there was not
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television. TTie bottom line to Campbell is that people need a literal scriptural
understanding. “^The scripture says to be content with what you have.” As Campbell sees
it, people would all be better off if they obeyed the guidelines that God left for His
people. ‘‘I [have]found that the spiritual understanding ofthings [will] always come out
to be the practical understanding ofthings.” It is this relationship between the spiritual
and the practical, or religion and politics, which has confused so many Americans.
Religion and politics mixed together as they are in our political atmosphere
demean each other. “It is all about pandering to religion in politics,” Ferguson said. He
also said that the issues that people are emotionally involved with are the issues that
politicians have to push. “Religious issues are used to get voter turnout.” The problem
with this strategy is the demeaning effect that it has on religion. “Religion has been
replaced vrith moral values,” Ferguson said. Thus, by politicians using religious issues to
attract voters they have demeaned religion by making it political as well as removing
integrity from politics.
While Campbell believes that the religious perspective should be the foimdation
of all one’s decisions in life, Moore feels somewhat differently. Moore does not view
morality as an absolute religious matter. This allows her to make her political decisions
»» cc

based on her own personal morality, but without what she calls her “ideology,

I think

of values as truth and justice, not gay marriage. That is not a value; it is a belief. Values
do belong in politics. The New Deal was about making sure people didn’t starve to death.
What[the Republicans] are trying to do is pull a bait and switch to lie and convince
people that it is more important that Steve not marry Joe than to fund education.” And it
is this “marketing of values” that Moore blames for the conversion ofher parents.
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People like my parents are conned into voting for Bush because they think that by
voting for a Democrat, they are damning themselves from church.”
Winkle believes that our founding fathers separated church and state for a reason.
“Jefferson counseled us that church and state should be separate,” Winkle said.“You can
say almost without exception that the founding lathers were religious and spiritual men,
they understood that you had to have that in life, but they also knew that that needed to
stay separate from politics.”
According to Campbell, the problem is not so much that people cannot separate
their values from their religious beliefs. It is that their values are not true values to begin
with. “I believe that p>eople are deluded because they are talking about morality but they
are talking about an emotion. It is not rooted in anything.” It is because ofthis that
Campbell sees some hard times coming. For Campbell,this lack ofrooted morals can be
attributed to the prevalence ofcommercial religion. “Commercial religion never
addresses the problem,” Campbell said. “Politics is not affecting die church. Church is
affecting politics.” And it is commercial religion that concerns Campbell because it is
inauthentic. “To define commercial religion, it is something that will not run without
money. He does not believe in what he calls the “Ecclesiastical Machine,” which he uses
to describe the vast majority of Christians who are dealing in money. With this pollution
in the churches today, there is a lack ofauthentic leadership and deeply rooted morals
that are lived out. Instead they put it on a ballot.
Campbell believes that a literal scriptural understanding of God’s word is all that
matters. Political decisions must be made based on the guidelines that God has given to
His people. John Winkle stresses the importance ofthe decision ofour founding fathers
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to make a sei>aration between church and state. Ferguson is a religious person, but he
believes that it is a mistake to bring up religion at all in politics.“You are labeled a
religious wacko if you bring up religion,” Ferguson said.“And as soon as you are labeled
you are done.” He does not think that true religion has become involved in politics.
Ferguson believes that the real religious issues never make it to the ballot. Moore
believes that morality is essential in politics, but she does not many morality to religion.
Lena Washington does marry moral values to religion. Her politics are a very religious
matter.
Swilling is not a religious person. Her political decisions are based on history and
the preservation ofthe social contract.“We had a social contract that FDR put into place,
Truman kept it going, Eisenhower kept it going, Keimedy made it better, Johnson made it
better, Nixon called it into question, and Reagan started to tear it apart and that is what
this guy is doing,” Swilling said. Her fear, much like the fear that Paul Krugman
discusses in his book “The Great Unraveling,” is that the Bush Administration is
dismantling the social contract,^ the theoretical understanding between people and their
government that the people give up some oftheir freedom while the government serves
10

as the people have ordained it.

Frank also addresses this fear in his book.“[The Great Backlash] may never bring
prayer back to the schools, but has rescued all manner ofright-wing economic nostrums
from history’s dustbin. Having rolled back the landmark reforms ofthe ‘60s(the war on
poverty), and those of the ‘30s(labor law, agricultural price supports, banking
regulation), their leaders now turn their guns on the accomplishments ofthe earliest years
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of progressivism (Woodrow Wilson’s estate tax; Theodore Roosevelt’s antitrust
measures).

ii

An understanding that the government will provide a safety net when the people
are in need is a better way to describe the social contract. Because it is a theoretical
understanding, the ability ofthe contract to work has everything to do with the amount of
faith that the American people have in the contract. Deciding how much the government
should be involved in providing help is where the Democratic and Republican Parties
differ. The parties then are directly involved with the success ofthe safety net In
Swilling’s opinion, “political parties can absolutely provide a safety net.” She believes
that programs such as Social Security were designed as a social insurance policy. “Social
security means that government will oversee. You have to pay for what you get and taxes
are a part of being an American. That is what you do to keep roads in good condition.”
The taxes are the people’s part of the social contract.“As American citizens and as a
democracy we have an obligation,” Swilling said. “If you are going to be a citizen ofthis
country, you have to participate as a citizen.
Moore believes in the ideal ofthe social contract. But, as the Democratic Party is
right now,she does not believe that they can provide a safety net. As Frank explains, the
Democratic Party right now is not very concerned with the working class, which affects
12

how well it can provide help to those in need. ‘FDR was in the right track,” Moore said.
“It is hard but I think that we have a duty to try the best we can.”
Campbell does not have confidence in the social contract. “I do not think that
either party can provide a safety net. To provide a safety net, you either have to tax the
people who are working or you have to borrow from someone who is willing to buy you
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a bond,” Campbell said. “Either way you are cutting your own throat, because when you
tax the man that works... he is the fella that would probably save something and provide
some capiteil for the country to improve. When you issue debt bonds you increase the
circulation of dollars, therefore increasing inflation.”
Campbell believes inflation is one ofthe problems in America that continues to
create more problems.“What we have now is the federal govemmeat issuing more bonds
to go into a bigger debt. And all the time saying,‘so what? Well, interest has to be taken
on that debt and no question about it, taxes have to go up. The Republicans have
capitalized on this deficit spending. Keeping the economy that way coupled with the
appeal for moral values has made them very successful. Unfortunately, there is a
downside when the economic realities manifest themselves. Then, all this maneuvering
will not help.” In Campbell’s eyes, no one is really addressing the debt problem and both
parties are trying to cover it up
Dependence on the political system for indefinite support is on ofthe greatest
concerns that people have. Winkle believes that in the past there was a better
understanding of what government could do.“Now the expectation is that government
can cure ever5^thing.” This expectation is evident in Ferguson, who is the youngest of all
the interviewees. For example, Ferguson expressed a great deal offaith in Social
Security.“Do I ever think that Social Security is going to run out? No, because whoever
is in office when that happens is fired. They will mandate, push the national deficit up,
whatever, but I do think that it will be there when I am there.”
As an Afirican-American Republican, Washington also believes that there is too
much dependence on the system and that the Democrats need to focus more on work
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ethic, rather than welfare. “The Democratic Party needs to stop saying what they need to
get. You do not need to be given anything. You need to go out and get it The door is
open. Go in and get it.”
Washington feels the Democratic Party ultimately does not stand for anything.
“You have the liberals that are saying that all these things are okay,then you have the
conservatives that are saying no they are not all right because Jesus says they arc not
okay. Some people want them to be okay. It is an attitude that says I can do what I want
regardless.
In Washington’s opinion, the Democratic Party believes that anything goes. Ifas
Frank says, the conservatives as a group define themselves by what th^ hate,then
Washington believes the liberals have not defined themselves at all. According to
Washington,the liberals seem to accept everything, while not addressing anything
specifically.
Moore does not fault just one party. She believes the two-party system is a
problem.“The two-party system has put us in a position where people do not really have
to analyze what they believe to align themselves with that party,” Moore said. “Like
sororities 2ind fi:atemities on campus, you have certain sets ofcharacteristics that define
each one. Our political parties have become like fiatemities that you have tojoin if you
match a certain set ofcharacteristics.” Moore blames the Democratic Party for creating a
national leadership that does not make itself welcome to the working class. She wishes
that the political parties were not so closed. Moore feels that the parties are like teams
and that you cannot disagree on even one part ofthe platform. She believes that a
platform is less important than a track record of what you’ve said and done.
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Another large problem is that Americaos do not educate themselves on the issues
and the candidates anymore. As Winkle puts it, “the American electorate is woefully
uninformed and maybe vrillfully; they just don’t seem to care.” Unfortunately, he said the
education that people need as a foundation to make those decisions is not funded very

well.
In an ideal world we would all care enough about each other and our future as a
society to worry about the kids down the street or on the other side oftown fiom you and
your new Lexus were getting adequately educated so that they actually had a shot at life,”
Moore agreed. “Instead people are worrying about personal wealth and whether or not
they have the new Lexus. Those kids would not be robbing you ofyour Lexus in 10 years
if the society funded public education the way that it flmds new prisons.” Because
American society has chosen to invest in prisons instead ofeducation, Moore believes
that the nation’s priorities are screwed up. Moore believes the Christian message has been
perverted. “It is weird that evangelical Christians that claim to go by the flmdamentals of
the Bible can turn around and vote to lower taxes and not fund schools.”
Swilling is also a supporter ofpublic schools. Her finstration is that people should
attend school in the community in which they live, not a private school. She sees private
schools as an unnecessary separation between people.
Ferguson sees private schools as a privilege.“When you make money you
become responsible and you make less excuses for the unfortunate. You are less
compassionate. You look at other people and you say,‘this is what I did, why can’t you
do it?’ Make your own bread. We will give you the products, but we are not gonna bake
and butter it for you. Some people call that mean-spirited. I call it realistic.”
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But this rationale still leaves many hard-working families at a disadvantage
because they are unable to give their children the same education as die wealthy, Winkle
said. He believes that the problem with leaders and parties is that they have lost
compassion. Tlie Populists also felt their society had no compassion.*^ The progressive
society that the Populists opposed were blind to the fact that the current financial system
14

did not work for everyone.

[T]he People’s Party challenged the corporate state and the

creed of progress it put forward. It challenged in sum,the world we live in today.”*^ In
other words, the views ofthe compassionless society that the Populists challenged are the
same views of society today. “As an outgrowth of its insularity and complacency,
industrializing America wanted uncritical voices ofcelebration. The agrarian radicals
instead delivered the warning that all was not well with the democracy. They were not
thanked.«17
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Chapter 4: Is there a solution?

The Populist movement was an awakening experience. The Populists had what
Ben Ferguson calls a “sobering moment.” They felt that as a group they had the power to
change the world that they lived in. They became the largest third party movement in the
history of America before they “fused” with the Democrats.* It is this same awakening
experience and movement culture that Paul Krugman believes to be a necessity for the
American people today.^ “I have a vision—^maybejust a hope—ofa great revulsion: a
moment in which the American people look at what is happening, realize how their good
will and patriotism have been abused, and put a stop to this drive to destroy much ofwhat
is best in our country. How and when this moment will come,I don’t know. But one
thing is clear: it cannot happen unless we all make an effort to see and report die trudi
about what is happening.”^ This is a statement that Krugman makes aboutjournalists as
well as the American electorate as a whole. The purpose ofthis chapter is to elaborate on
the solutions proposed by the six interviewees.
John Winkle believes that third parties could be a solution to die lack of
representation that the current political parties give. The problem that he points out is that
in the past third parties have only been single interest groups. They do not really stand on
all the issues and therefore cannot really be characterized as an entire political party. Ben
Ferguson agrees with Winkle.“Many times it is a vote of protest when people vote for
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According to Winkle, voters are uneducated on the issues and thus they have been
taken captive in the politics of fear, especially after 9/11. “The Republicans more than the
Democrats played the fear card. And unless the American people are \villing to become
more educated and aware of the issues of the day then they will continue to be at the
mercy of political strategies."
Moore believes that the Democratic Part}' needs to address morality. “The one
major mistake that the Democratic Party has made in the last 10 years is that they have
completely ceded religiousity to the Republicans, w'hich is ridiculous.” Winkle also
believes that the Democratic Party needs to address morality. “I strikes me that the
Democratic Party must address the central theme ofthis book(Thomas Frank’s book).
There has to be a concerted effort from the Democratic Party that they are just as
concerned about the issues of morality and there has to be a recognition that what the
Democratic Party stands for is an equivalent social challenge.”
Winkle said that the Democratic Party may have a different perspective, but it is
just as grounded in moral philosophy as the Republican Party. Swilling also agrees. She
feels that Democrats need to rediscover what is the heart oftheir party. “Capitalism is
fine. Unfettered capitalism that grinds the lower tier of the lower economic groups is not
right. It has to be done with integrity and honest bookkeeping. Every income group has
rights as human beings. The government is not going to give you a handout, but they are
going to help you when you stumble. That is the anthem ofFDR,and that is the heart of
the Democratic Party.” And it is here that Swilling believes the Democrats need to focus.
“We need to start in the same place that Roosevelt did. We need to go back to the bottom
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line and say this is what we need and this is what taxes we are going to have to have to
get it, pericKl.”
Lena Washington believes that getting moral values straight is the answer and that
is why the Republicans have succeeded. She also believes in her work with Interfeith
Compassionate Ministries, an organization that helps people through crises. She does not
believe in dependence on the system, she believes in temporary assistance. Temporary
assistance is her answer to the problem of welfere.“I think that it should bejust like it is
here [at Interfaith Compassionate Ministries]: temporary assistance. To get the person
through the crisis is the way. It should not be an ongoing thing,” Washington said. After
the crises are over, her organization provides case managers to monitor each person’s
situation to check on what they are doing with theirjobs and kids.
A conservative theory that was established in 2000 calls for the same “temporary
assistance” policy that Washington uses in her work. The policy was outlined by Marvin
Olasky in his 2000 book,“Compassionate Conservatism,” which includes a foreword by
George W. Bush while he was governor of Texas. According to Bush,“...
[cjonservatism must be the creed ofhope. The creed that promotes social progress
through individual change. The creed that mobilizes lessons ofthe past to produce
effective reform.”^
Bush says there are many needy citizens “...for whom the American dream is
distant. Compassionate conservatism is a conservatism that cares about them, and makes
a concerted effort to help them bring lasting change into their lives.” As Bush sees it,“..
.[gjovemment can do certain things very well, but it cannot put hope into our hearts or a
sense of purpose in our lives. That requires churches and synagogues and mosques and
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charities ... Government will not be replaced by charities, but it can welcome them as a
partner.
For many people this policy is an excellent answer for many ofthe problems in
our political system. But, it is also a policy that Winkle spoke directly against in the
previous chapter when he emphasized the importance for the separation ofchurch and
state that was established by our founding fathers.
For Ira Campbell,the answers, much like the problems that he addressed in
Chapter 3, are not political. “The solution is not Republicans or Democrats. The
individual person must have a literal, scriptural morality. If you do what the Bible says
you cannot miss. God’s people prospered even when they were slaves.” Campbell said
that he saw p>eople prospering in the middle ofthe worst poverty.‘T came up during this
Depression time that they are talking about. Everybody was having a bad time and black
people were supjx>sed to be treated real bad and all that stuff There was a black man
around when I was a child, and he had worked for a plumber and got to where he could
plumb. He was dep>endable at any time ofthe night. He accumulated a significant,for that
time, fortune. He left home in 1938,1939. He would work and he had enough ofa grasp
on microeconomics that at the end ofthe week it was not about how much money he had
made but how much he had saved. This was during the Depression, when people were
jumping off buildings and everything else. I do not think that that has changed.”
Campbell believes that it is the same as it was 40 years ago when the Democrats
were as he said. Tn high control.” Campbell said that“...a man that lived with his
family within their means and stayed out of debt was comfortable. Today,a man that still
lives that way is still comfortable.”
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For Campbell, the answer is for the individual to have a grasp on economics.“The
problem is with people’s personal economics—^macroeconomics and microeconomics.
Economic stability is based on two things: whether or not an individual will work and the
individual’s ability to understand the economic conditions around them.” Ifa young
person will learn something that people need done and will work and understand that it is
not what is earned, but what is saved, he will succeed, Campbell said. But,this economic
plan is not just any economic plan. It is God’s economic plan that he outlines in the
Bible. “There ain’t anybody living that can take care of my business better than me and
God,” Campbell said. “God’s economic plan will not fail.”
Thus, Campbell’s cure for the ills of America is a beliefin God’s word.“A literal
belief in the literal word of God is the answer and most people do not know what the
Bible says, they just have a notion.”
With these proposed solutions to the problems addressed in the previous chapter,
there appears to be a lack of specificity. Perhaps this is because there is notjust one
defined problem. A number of problems have been subtly growing since the demise of
the Populist Party: a tight set of characteristics that do not allow any flexibility in the two
political parties, a lack of authentic leadership, an increasingly uninformed electorate, a
growing dependence on welfare, a growing expectation that the government can cure all
ills, a merging of politics and religion, and more and more control in the hands offew.
This seems to suggest that the problems that propelled the Populist Party were never
addressed and therefore have grown into larger problems. As Campbell said,“Nothing
has changed.”

’McKenna, George. American Populism. G.P. Putnam’s Sons: New York, 1974; p. 87.
^ Krugman,Paul. The Great Unraveling. W.W. Norton & Co.: New York,2003; p. 20.
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^ Kmgm2in; p. 20.
^ Olasky, Marvin. Compassionate Conservatism: What It Is. What It Does,and How It Can Tran.sfomi
America. The Free Press; New York,2000; p. xi-xii.
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Chapter 5; Conclusion

Thomas Frank ends his book with a satirical illustration ofKansas. Since Kansas
is described as a microcosm of America throughout his book,the illustration is also about
America. “Kansas is ready to lead us singing into the apocalypse. It invites us all to join
in, to lay down our lives so that others might cash out at the top; to renounce forever our
middle-American prosperity in pursuit ofa crimson fantasy of middle-American
righteousness.”’ Frank’s book asks the same question that William Allen White asked
over a century ago: What’s the Matter with Kansas? What was once just a question for
Kansas is now a question for America. Perhaps the reason that this question has grown in
scale is that it was never answered in the first place.
By looking at the concerns of Americans today, and studying the concerns ofthe
Populists in the late 1800s, it seems that the political system oftoday is not that different
from the political system ofthe late 1800s. The parties within our current political system
have confused their constituencies and misrepresented themselves to gain votesjust as
the parties ofthe late 1800s did not fully represent the people ofthat time. For this
reason, the Populist Party formed in 1892 and began the largest third party movement in
the history of America. The Populists’ “fusion” with the Democrats cost them their voice,
but the idea remained.^ According to political scientist and author George McKenna,“..
.[t]rue, historic Populism lasted no more than a decade, but the soil that nourished it was
rich enough to support other strains of populism, and these have
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cropped up with seasonal regularity down to our present time. Populism,then, is not a
sometime thing which puts in an occasional appearance in America. It is the perennial
American ‘ism,’ with its roots extended at least as far back as the American Revolution
and a development which, while directed toward different objects at different times, has
»3

never obliterated the essential qualities that stamp it as a uniquely American movement

These additional “strains of populism” appeared in the 1930s under Roosevelt and again
in the 1960s as a new populism, brought about by the Neoconservative Revolution. This
new populism, however, is very different from the original. It is what Frank calls “The
Great Backlash,”^ a conservative movement that pushes values over economics and
allowed the continued prosperity ofthe ruling industrialized, corporate class decried by
the original Populists.
The original populism strongly opposed corporate America, and provided a voice
not represented by the Democratic Party and the Republican Party. What makes the new
populism similar to the original is its constituency ofworking-class people. This is the
contradiction that frustrates Frank. Working-class people are willfully following this new
populism with blind faith. As the Democratic and Republican Parties become more and
more similar on economic issues, there are very few things to distinguish one party from
the other except moral issues like abortion and gay marriage. While the Democratic Party
abandons its traditional constituency of blue-collar workers in pursuit of corporate
financiers to fund its campaigns,the Republicans have reached out to these disaffected. If
the economics of both current parties are not beneficial to the working class, then their
votes must be decided by something else. The reality is that the working class truly has
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no representation. It is in the same position it was when the original Populists appeared in
the late 1800s.
Beyond all the movements, political jargon and finger pointing are people, people
just like you and me, like the six interviewees. Whether they see it in our current
political system or not, they keep their hopes alive for the future ofthis nation. So,we ask
ourselves, what is the matter v^dth Kansas? Kansas wants economic security, a
responsive, democratic government, a society that recognizes and upholds moral values.
It needs a party that will honestly seek those things. Neither party fits the bill 100 years
after this question was first proposed. Thus, we may still be asking this question for a
long time to come.

'Frank, Thomas. What’s the Matter with Kansas?: How Conservatives Won the Heart of America.
Metropolitan Books: New York, 2004; p. 251.
^ McKenna, George. American Populism. G.P. Putnam’s Sons: New York, 1974; p. 87.
■’ McKenna, p. xii.
* Frank, p. 5.
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DEFINITIONS
Conservative-disposed to preserve existing conditions, institutions, etc., and to resist
change; cautious or moderate; traditional in style or manner.
Stein, Jess. Ed. The Random House Dictionary. Ballantine Books: New York, 1978.
Independent-an independent person; free from party commitments in politics; a voter
who is not registered as a member of any political party.
Stein, Jess. Ed. The Random House Dictionary. Ballantine Books: New York, 1978.
Liberal-favoring progress and reform, as in politics, religion, etc.; open-minded or
tolerant; characterized by generosity and willingness to give in large amounts.
Stein, Jess. Ed. The Random House Dictionarv. Ballantine Books: New York, 1978.
Morals- moral practices or teachings; modes ofconduct.
Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, www.m-w.com
Neoconservative-when the ‘‘n” is capitalized it refers to the actual revolution that began
in the 1960s. When the “n” is lowercase it refers to the followers ofthis movement. The
term means “new conservative,” which is different from the traditional conservative.
Followers of neoconservatism are said to be former liberals espousing political
conservatism.
Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, www.m-w.com
Populism-when the “p” is capitalized it refers to the specific movement in the late 1800s;
when the “p” is lowercase it refers to any political movement aimed chiefly at promoting
the rights and interests of the masses.
Stein, Jess. Ed. The Random House Dictionarv. Ballantine Books: New York, 1978.
Populist-when the “p” is capitalized it refers to a member ofa U.S. political party formed
in 1891 primarily to represent agrarian interests and to advocate the free coinage ofsilver
and government control of monopolies. When the “p” is lowercase it refers to a member
of a political party claiming to represent the common people; a believer in the rights,
vsdsdom, or virtues ofthe common people.
Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, www.m-w.com
Progressive-advocating progress, as in technology or politics; a person who favors
progress or reform, esp. in politics.
Stein, Jess. Ed. The Random House Dictionarv. Ballantine Books: New York, 1978.
Religion-a set of belies concerning the cause, nature, and purpose ofthe universe, esp.
belief in or the worship of God or gods; something one believes in or follows devotedly.
Stein, Jess. Ed. The Random House Dictionarv. Ballantine Books: New York, 1978.
Values-ideals or principles, as of a given society.
Stein, Jess. Ed. The Random House Dictionarv. Ballantine Books: New York, 1978.
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